122      Memoirs of Alexander Iswolsky
school to which I belong always maintained that the
creation of a numerous labouring class, crowded together
in the cities, and forming the revolutionary element par
excellence, as was proved in 1917, ought to have been
preceded by an extensive agrarian reform, in the sense
of a development of small private ownership. This
would not only have increased the product of the soil,
but would have inculcated in the peasant mind a spirit
of conservatism which it totally lacked.
I will only mention, in passing, one of Count Witte's
measures which gave rise to a great deal of controversy:
the monopoly of the sale of spirits. Personally, I am of
the opinion that this measure, considered as a palliative,
was good in itself and showed a marked improvement
over the preceding state of affairs; but is it not to be
regretted that, instead of being satisfied with this pallia-
tive, Count Witte did not apply his immense energy to
the abolishment of a fiscal system based upon alcoholism,
and consequently upon the demoralization and impover-
ishment of the masses ? And can one help being moved
to admiration by the beau geste of the unfortunate
Emperor Nicholas, who, at the beginning of the world-
war, dared to suppress with one stroke of the pen this
source of so much physical and moral evil in Russia ?
A subject with which I feel myself more competent
to deal is that of the Russian policy in the Far East.
Count Witte exerted a great influence upon that policy,
and must be considered responsible for it, if not solely,
at least in great measure. The role he played in the
drama was a most complex and varied one.
If one wishes to locate the initial act which led to the
unfortunate war between Russia and Japan, it will be
accessary, in my opinion, to go back to the decisiqn
adopted by the Russian Government, at Count Witte's